Middle childhood can be a period of significant challenges for many children as they may struggle to adapt to the demands of this life phase and their external environment. The external environment of the child is central for positive development and quality of life. However, the situation is even worse for children who live in a South African rural high-risk community, and are faced with numerous contextual vulnerabilities and multiple stressors related to poverty.
Research Question and Aims

Research Question
Based on the problem stated in the abovementioned section, the research question guiding the research was formulated as in the following manner 'What is the nature of the perceived risk and protective factors that play a role in the psycho-social well-being of children in middle childhood in a rural high-risk community?'
Aim of the Study
The research aimed to investigate via a qualitative approach the perceived role of risk and protective factors pertaining to the psycho-social well-being of children in middle childhood within the context of a rural high-risk community in the North-West Province of South Africa.
Method
Research Approach and Design
In this qualitative study, information was obtained via various qualitative methods and various groups of participants to explore the role of the perceived protective and risk factors in children in middle childhood's psycho-social well-being and the manifestations thereof within families, schools, and the wider community. There is an African proverb that says 'It takes a village to raise a child', highlighting the vital role of the community. Children get to a stage where they need to establish relationships outside of their family environment, such as when they start their school education during middle childhood.
Participants
In the selected community, namely the Magogong Village, signs of poverty are clear: there are informal dwellings, shacks, and brick houses (they still use pit toilets); there is electricity, but no running water in the yards; the community uses communal taps, while others have boreholes in their yards. There are backyard shebeens (informal drinking places operating without a liquor license); spaza shops (informal shops run at persons' homes selling household items, such as bread); and some taverns or pubs in the community. Different faith communities are active in this community; there is a community hall, but no recreational facilities or sports facilities for the youth; and the soccer grounds are self-made and not in a good condition. There are three schools in the rural high-risk community and each school accommodates about 300 learners. The population of this study consisted of parents and teachers who are important agents in regard to the psycho-social well-being of children in middle childhood (6 to 11 years of age) and who are residing and/or working in the selected high-risk rural community.
Once approval for the research was obtained from the health research ethics committee (HREC) of North-West University, the necessary permission was obtained from: i) the North-West Department of Education; ii) goodwill permission from the school principals of the three schools within this high-risk community; iii) the permission of the head leader of the community leaders in the community of Magogong village in Dr Ruth Segomotsi Mompati District; and, iv) the ward councillor of the community (representing the community leaders). The head leader or paramount chief oversees sixteen villages and she has community leaders in each community who are her assistants. They look into day to day challenges of the community and report back to her. Therefore, permission was obtained from the head leader of the community leaders (acting as a gatekeeper) of the selected community.
A gatekeeper for each of the two groups of participants was approached, namely i) parents; and, ii) teachers.
• The gatekeeper for the parents per school was a parent who is the chairperson of the school's governing body
• The gatekeepers for the teachers were the principal of the schools The gatekeepers were informed by the researcher of the planned study and these persons appointed a mediator per participant group in order to recruit possible participants.
•
A mediator for the parents per school was a parent who is part of a school's governing body for parents;
• The mediators for teachers per school were head of departments The appointed mediators (by the gatekeepers) of the two groups were asked to approach potential participants in the various groups. Convenient sampling was used and potential participants were approached by appointed mediators who explained to them matters related to the purpose of the research and matters regarding participation as described in the consent forms.
Inclusion criteria for parent participants:
• You are a parent in the community • You are the biological or legal foster parent of this child • You have a child in middle childhood (between 6-11 years old) at a primary school in the Magogong Village
• You have experience of living in this high-risk rural community (more than five years)
• You are male or female (gender)
• Your participation is voluntarily
• You are willing to be (digitally) voice recorded Participant group 2: Teachers. Focus group discussions were conducted with 24 teachers of two schools in the selected community who complied with the inclusion criteria.
Inclusion criteria for teacher participants:
• Participant is a teacher in the community • Participant has experience of working with children in middle childhood (you have at least five years teaching experience, teaching learners between grade 1 and grade 6
• Participant has experience of working in a high-risk rural community (more than two years)
• Participant is male or female (gender)
• Participant's participation is voluntarily
• Participant is willing to be (digitally) voice recorded
• Socio-demographic information of participants was also obtained in order to provide a profile of the participants via a short demographical questionnaire.
The researcher used a qualitative descriptive design as the aim of the research study was to investigate and explore the perceived role of protective and risk factors (i.e., the research design as the 'how' of the study') pertaining to the psycho-social well-being (i.e., the 'what') of children in middle childhood ('who') in the context of a rural high-risk environment ('where').
Data Collection
Personal one-on-one semi-structured interviews were used for collecting data from the parents (a total number of thirty six parents) and a focus group discussion was held with a group of teachers (a total number of twenty-four teachers). Each participant was asked to complete a demographic questionnaire of nine demographic questions in a closed-ended format before commencement of the data collection opportunity. Arrangements were made with the assistance of the mediator for parent participants to complete the demographical questionnaires where parent participants were illiterate. The questionnaire was used to provide a profile of the participants and was not part of the analysed data.
The semi-structured interviews involved open-ended questions intended to elicit views and opinions from the participants (Creswell, 2013) , and the researcher took care to obtain information that is context-sensitive (Ungar, 2015) . An interview guide was used and individual interviews were audio-recorded (Rabionet, 2011) with the participants' permission. After data gathering had been concluded, the recordings were transcribed. The text was then translated from Tswana to English. Throughout the process of data gathering, the researcher kept field notes as well as a reflexive diary.
Ethical Concerns
The research proposal was approved by the research focus area Community Psychosocial Research (COMPRES) of the Faculty of Health Sciences at the North-West University, where after ethical approval to conduct the study was obtained from the Health Research Ethics Committee (HREC) of the North-West University (ethical approval number: NWU-00006-18-S1). Written permission to conduct the study was obtained from the Department of Education of the North-West Province as well as school principals of the participating schools. The following ethical principles guided the research process: obtaining written informed consent prior to data collection; participants had the freedom to withdraw at any time; no harm was foreseen; and confidentiality and anonymity were ensured. The risk level of the participants was considered as medium risk and measures to minimize risk were in place.
Data Analysis
Although systems theory, with particular reference to Bronfenbrenner's bio-ecological model, was used as a theoretical framework, it is not a given that the risk and protective factors are known to the researchers. Therefore, it is argued that thematic and content analyses were relevant for the purpose of this study, allowing for a more inductive process. The transcriptions of the collected data via the personal interviews and focus group discussions represented the textual data that were analysed.
Semi-structured interviews (group 1 -parents). A thematic analysis was used (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and key themes were identified. Data were analysed following the six steps described by Braun and Clarke (2013) . These are: immersion in data to become familiar with the breadth of the data, developing initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, naming and defining themes, and finally, writing a report. The thematic analysis was conducted manually and not through a computer program. Briefly put, in this qualitative analysis, thematic analysis was conducted in an inductive, explorative way by identifying themes (cf. Braun & Clarke, 2013) . Thematic analysis was used for the analysis of the data collected via semi-structured interviews.
Focus group discussions (group 2 -teachers). Content data analysis was used as described by Tesch (as cited in Creswell, 2009 ) as this analysis strategy allows the researcher to stay close to the data to describe the phenomenon (Colorafi & Evans, 2016), specific steps were followed and to identify categories and code.
Finally, the two sets of data, namely the identified data material of the interviews and the FGDs that fall under the one category or theme; were combined and integrated to offer the findings of the study. A co-coder was assigned, namely a trained person with the needed experience, to enhance the initial coding. The use of more than one type of analysis strengthened the rigor and trustworthiness of the findings via methodological triangulation. Taking into account that data analysis happens alongside data collection in qualitative research, much analytical work had to be done once the researcher has left the research field. Data analysis was grounded in and supported by existing literature to guide this aspect of the research process to answer the research question.
Findings and Discussion
Demographic Information (Teachers and Parents)
Socio-demographic information of both participant groups (parents and teachers) was obtained in order to provide a profile of the participants via a short demographical questionnaire; the information is presented in the Table 2 below. In this section, the findings of this qualitative study are presented as the main and sub-themes which were identified. Data obtained via two participant groups (parents and teachers) were integrated.
An exploration and description of risk and protective factors (sometimes referred to as resilience factors that play a role in the psycho-social well-being of children in middle childhood living in a south African high-risk community are presented. Table 3 below summarizes the main themes and sub-themes that were identified. Theme 1: Negative influences of a disempowering setting. The first theme is about the various risks that children in middle childhood are exposed to on a daily basis in the Magogong community. All participants emphasized the negative influences of this disempowering setting. Teachers and parent participants referred to these contextual influences with despondency, since the youngsters of this community are continuously exposed to so many perils associated with crime and violence, as well as to unhealthy lifestyles such as the abuse of alcohol.
Main Themes and Sub-Themes
Sub-theme 1.1: Safety issues. Participants explained that there is a high rate of crime in the community, such as kidnapping, robbery, housebreaking, rape and murder.
"In our community there is a high rate of house breakings and mugging, especially if you move around alone in the evenings. It is really not safe" (personal interview, school 1, participant 3, female, Tswana).
Children in middle childhood are exposed to many risks in this rural high-risk community and these risks, for example, incidences of crime, are a real threat to their safety. Apart from the likely possibility of being victims of crime, children are also witnessing these acts of violence frequently, with serious consequences for their psycho-social well-being (UNICEF, 2014) . Consequently the high crime rate in South Africa limits these children to achieve their potential (National Development Plan [NDP], 2030). Curtis, Waters, and Brindis (2011) indicate the possible dangers of rural environments if youth are exposed to risks such as violence and limited health services. Although violence against women and children may take many forms (e.g. physical, sexual, economic, or psychological), all of these represent a violation of human dignity and human rights (UNICEF, 2014).
Sub-theme 1.2: Children in middle childhood being exposed to an unhealthy lifestyle. All participants referred to the abuse of substance, for example, alcohol and other illegal drugs as damaging examples of an unhealthy lifestyle for children in middle childhood. In some families in this community, both parents abuse alcohol.
"In these taverns, you find people that drink alcohol, men and women. So these kids see this and they view it as something that they can also do. So they also start drinking alcohol" (personal interview, school 2, participant 1, female, Tswana).
The visibility of many sites where substance use occurs in this rural community creates a culture of 'it is okay'. Apart from being exposed to, for example, alcohol abuse, the impact of these unhealthy lifestyles has far-researching consequences. Existing research indicates that when children are exposed to their parents' substance-abusing habits, then it is highly likely that these children will have alcohol-and drug-abuse problems themselves by adolescence or in young adulthood (Solis, Shaur, Burns, & Hussong, 2012; Van Schalkwyk, 2019) . The White Paper on Families in South Africa (Department of Social Development, 2013) emphasizes the importance of competent families versus the damaging impact of 'broken families' when children are exposed to unhealthy lifestyles. Risks for children whose parents or caregivers are substance-abusers are well-documented (Jamieson & Richter, 2017) , such as the greater risk of being exposed to violence, exploitation, and neglect. According to the United Nations (2016), every child has a right to be cared for by their parents.
Theme 2: Dangers for families or family functioning (threatening the psycho-social well-being of children in middle childhood). 'Families at risk' refer to those families who -for whatever reason -may find it difficult to keep their children safe. Unemployment, poverty, substance abuse, and violence are major risk factors associated with child abuse and neglect (World Childhood Foundation, 2018) . Both groups of participants, namely parents and teachers, referred to the dangers in the high-risk community for families and the implications thereof for family functioning.
Sub-theme 2.1: Dangers of families and unemployment. Participants spoke freely about the high levels of unemployment in this community and that most families depend on social grants for survival.
"There is a lot of unemployment in the families. Poverty is a problem, even though they receive child support grants it is not enough." (Personal interview, school 1, participant 2, female, Tswana) "There is also high unemployment in the community a lot of families only depend on grants" (personal interview, school 3, participant 2, female, Tswana).
A South African study conducted by Ferrer and Visser (2015) show that poverty; underdevelopment; ill-health; and, psychological distress are strongly associated with unemployment in rural areas. Izaks, Avenant, and van Schalkwyk (2017) found that the difficulties associated with unemployment are not only limited to financial issues, but comprise a range of physical, emotional, and psychological problems for parents and their offspring. Holborn and Eddy (2011) signpost these as 'warning signs' when families who experience unemployment are living in extreme poverty, since these family units are associated with dysfunctional family environments. This finding is also supported by Ward et al. (2015) who indicate the serious effects of poverty, since people living in poverty are likely to be poorly educated and thus less able to support their children's educational development. Poverty, therefore, can significantly undermine parenting, decrease the life chances of children, and thereby transmit poverty from one generation to the next (Ward et al., 2015) .
Sub-theme 2.2: Dangers of poor family functioning. Families are the immediate setting for the growth and development of children in middle childhood (compare micro level, Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Rosa & Tudge, 2013) .
There are many examples in this high-risk rural community of how parental practices suffer in regard to healthy discipline. There are variations in how parents raise their children in rural high-risk community. Many parents in the selected community were viewed as uninvolved in the lives of their children (in terms of their parenting) (cf Dakers, 2018) .
"Parents are unable to control their children. There is no discipline in other families, children do as they please" (personal interview, school 2, participant 6, female, Tswana).
The social workers and the schools are trying to get parents involved in the lives of their children without producing any positive results. An assumption can be made that the reason for the parents' behaviour might be because they themselves did not receive a proper upbringing or parental guidance. This means that these parents allow their children ample freedom, and little or no discipline is applied. Teacher participants referred to the misbehavior of children of uninvolved parents and these learners' cognitive and emotional problems. These parental practices could indicate poor quality of the parental relationship with children in middle childhood and are related to low life satisfaction (Tobergte & Curtis, 2013) .
Sub-theme 2.3: Dangers of child-parent households.
A child-only household is defined as a household in which all members are younger than 18 years (Child Gauge, 2017). These households are also commonly referred to as 'child-headed households', and the Children's Act definition of a child-headed household includes households where there are adults who may be too sick or too old to effectively head the household, and a child over 16 years bears this responsibility. Child-headed households are a reality in many South African communities, and these households are associated with a high incidence of adult illness and deaths due to AIDS (Jamieson, Berry, & Lake, 2017) .
"Some of the households' parents are deceased due to HIV/AIDS and children are left on their own and relatives refuse to help to take care of these children. These children are at risk of being exploited as they do not have adult supervision." (Personal interview, school 2, participant 7, female, Tswana).
The presence of child-headed households in this community marks an increased possibility that children are exposed to sexual abuse, the effect of poverty on children, and the breaking down of family functioning -they do not grow up in safe and secure families. The overall impact is coined by Holborn and Eddy (2011) as 'fractured families', where children in middle childhood do not experience quality relationships of love and nurturance, security, responsive interaction, and encouragement for exploration.
Theme 3: Role of different stakeholders. The participants spoke in general about their opinions about the roles different stakeholders should play in addressing or lessening the obstacles to ensure safety, stability, and well-being for their children in middle childhood. Many of the participants believed that parents are the most important people in ensuring the safety of their children before any other people.
"Parents need to play an active role in the upbringing of their children" (personal interview, school 1, female participant 3, Tswana).
"Us as parents we need to be good role models of our children" (personal interview, school 3, participant 12, female, Tswana).
The participants were in agreement that, in the past, when a person saw a child doing something wrong or getting into danger, they stepped in to intervene even before they could ask the child's parents. They practiced Ubuntu by showing humanity and compassion towards others in daily functioning. Currently the role of different stakeholders was stressed:
• The role of the government and safety matters • To increase the number of social workers in high-risk community
• To foster the meaning of the church and spiritual well-being again in this community
• To obtain the confidence and hope in community leaders and government again
• To ensure children's rights within the family by teaching parenting of today and tomorrow about children's rights, and to support parents more actively in the hard work of raising their children.
In South Africa, there are days set aside to raise awareness on the importance of looking after children and ensuring that children's rights are protected. There is, for example, Child Protection Week, Children's Day, and 16 days of activism of no violence against women and children. The Children's Act 38 of 2005 clearly states that it is the responsibility of everyone to report any abuse or ill-treatment done to a child by anyone (The Convention on the Rights of the Child, UNICEF). Seemingly, the participants highlighted the role of the government and its responsibility to put in place all available measures to make sure children's rights are respected, protected, and fulfilled. The lack of assets in the community was also stipulated as a hindrance to the healthy development of children in middle childhood.
"Truly speaking there is nothing. Our community does not have any facility that children can go to after school. There is nothing positive our children are benefiting from our community except learn of the crimes that are taking place here" (personal interview, school 1, participant 4, female, Tswana).
The third main theme concerns the role that the various stakeholders can play in addressing the obstacles in the lives of children in middle childhood, namely parents, teachers, social workers, churches/faith communities, community leaders, and the government.
Theme 4: Intentional promotion of children in middle childhood's psycho-social well-being. Children who attend school are in a better position than those who do not, as school offers them opportunities towards academic and social success.
"Schools are the only thing that is keeping our children safe" (personal interview, school 1, participant 1, female, Tswana).
The positive influence of schools in rural high-risk community is even more important as they offer resources for learners and parents to take part in practices of well-being (Mathews et al., 2014) . A practical example is that children whose parents are involved in their schooling tend to do better at school and feel that education is important. Parents' involvement in their children's schooling includes ensuring that the child does their homework, attending parent teacher meetings, and participating in school activities.
The school prepares children to become problem-solvers and solution-seekers. The skills that children acquire at school will assist them in their adulthood (Faith, 2012) . Grimova and Van Schalkwyk (2016) describe a positive school climate in terms of an enabling environment for optimal functioning, and those positive psychological markers promoting relational well-being aimed at respectful interactions. The promotion of enabling schools (see Ebersöhn et al., 2018) suggests much more than just a space of safety; schools are also areas for the encouragement of learners in middle childhood's academic and life success, as well as developing parents' positive parenting (Wessels, 2012) .
In summary, the main themes of the current research illustrate in no uncertain terms the many risks for children in middle childhood's psycho-social well-being in the Magogong Village in Dr Ruth Segomotsi Mompati District, Greater Taung Local Municipality in the North West Province of South Africa. The first two themes display the negative or disempowering influences of this setting, with reference to safety issues, children's exposure to substance abuse, and the dangers for families and family functioning associated with poverty and high crime.
Research studies support the major role of environmental setting for positive development (Khumalo et al., 2012; Ungar, 2015; Van Schalkwyk, 2019) . Ultimately, the risks associated with living in a high-risk community comprise much more than material deprivation and "poverty traps" (Burger et al., 2014) , it also brings about suffering from worth deprivation (Prilleltensky (2004; .The remaining themes raise the possible resources towards protective factors in this community. While a contextual understanding of structural conditions for the need for a social justice approach to positive development is vital, research also indicates that all communities have strengths and resources (Lazarus, Seedat, & Naidoo, 2017) . However, a deficit mentality seemed to override, seeing that resources were viewed mostly in terms of lesser risks. These findings were guided by the theoretical frameworks of the qualitative study, namely that an ecological stance aided by systems theory is vital when looking at a particular life phase (children in middle childhood) and psycho-social well-being.
Recommendations
It is recommended that future research look at effective interventions within the South African context to strengthen children in middle childhood's psycho-social well-being via the empowering of South African families as well as strengthening children's psychological well-being. Findings refer to the role of parents and teachers (participants), but a strengths perspective could allow those particular strengths, for example, children in middle childhood's competencies regarding self-regulation and school success. Also, since an ecological understanding implies children in middle childhood's development in context, these efforts should include all relevant stakeholders in the particular community.
Conclusion
The purpose of this research was to explore the perceived role of risk and resilience factors regarding children in middle childhood's psycho-social well-being in a South African rural high-risk community. In answer to the research question the findings exposed a mostly deficit mentality regarding children in middle childhood's psycho-social well-being in this setting. Although rather upsetting, this mostly negative perspective of the participants about children in middle childhood's psycho-social well-being in their rural high-risk community was clear. The findings indicated that numerous risk factors are present in this rural high-risk community (such as lack of parental involvement in the lives of children, alcohol and drug abuse within families and in the community, a high crime rate, poverty, and unemployment). These risks are part of the daily functioning and interactions of children in middle childhoods' primary settings for growth or development. In the South African context, the negative influences of these risks are well documented, with the link to high school drop-out and various other social problems adding to an accumulation of risks in that particular family or community. Finally, the desperate need to increase the effects of those resilience (protective) factors within and across spheres was voiced to the support of the psycho-social well-being of children in middle childhood. Evidently the entire rural high-risk community needs to be empowered to use their assets and strengths to address risk and managing their protective resources. This viewpoint holds that people are enabled to individually and collectively negotiate for those resources to be provided in culturally meaningful ways.
The world today is confronted with a painful but irrefutable truth that millions of children are suffering for no other reason than the country, the community, the gender, or the circumstances into which they are born. There is no doubt that also this South African community is regarded as dangerous or a 'not-child-friendly space' with its high-risk and high-need. Children in middle childhood in the Magogong community's psycho-social well-being are affected in an unimaginably detrimental way. The scars and trauma experienced in childhood if not addressed can be irreversible. While a serious lack of community assets, poor family functioning, and even limitations in schooling are clear, this investigation serves as a signpost for imminent and immediate action towards the attainment of the 2030 SDG's in the Magogong community as 'a world fit for children'.
